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Preamble 

This whitepaper was written to capture some of the things I learnt when playing with a variety of symphony 

orchestras in the UK. I was brought-up within British-style brass bands, so only knew of that world, before I 

took the plunge and played orchestrally from my early twenties. This paper is for anyone not familiar with 

orchestral playing and is playing in a brass band. It may give you a few pointers. It is not for anyone classically 

trained, sorry. It is about amateur music-making not paid. This is about my experiences and contains only my 

thoughts. You are all entitled to your views, even if they are diametrically opposed to my own. This paper 

attempts to get you from the brass band floorplate to the symphonic concert platform with the least fuss, and a 

cheat or two. 

 

Background 

I played within the UK brass band scene for many years. Eventually I ended up on Eb bass (not a 

tuba, yet). Enjoyed it. My first love. But when listening to music, mostly through borrowed items 

from a local music library, I began to listen to orchestral music. I found it fascinating. Fortuitously, I 

sat next to a bass trombone player in my brass band that played orchestrally. It was through him 

that I got my first gig: playing in the pit orchestra to Verdi’s Opera, Aida. This gig, over 6 nights, 

turned out to be a bit of a baptism of fire, overtured by the blind panic that ensued after having 

forgotten my mouthpiece on the opening night. – Thank goodness a French horn player had a tuba 

mouthpiece to hand! 

Anyhow, I was invited back again and again, which gave me an apprenticeship of tuba playing that 

set me up for the years to come. Over the next 35 years’ brass bands remained central to my music-

making, but 2 or 3 times a year I would get a call to play with an orchestra. I enjoyed this mix. In 

1988 I had the opportunity to become a professional tuba player with an orchestra but kept the faith 

with brass bands until the very end. 

What follows are a few captured thoughts. These are set-forth to help other brass band bass players 

who wish to venture into the symphonic world. Well, I hope these thoughts will help.  

 

Treble 2 Bass 

For most outsiders’ brass bands are an enigma.  Their music repertoire strange and sometimes a 

surprise to those orchestrally minded. But most of all, how on earth do you make sense of a typical 

brass band score? The only instrument that is recognisable is the bass trombone; that is correct, for 

sure. Look, the rest of them play treble clef parts, which is wrong, wrong, and wrong. Where have all 

the alto, tenor, and bass clefs gone from this score? 

Whenever I am challenged by outsiders, I point out to them that the sound emanating from the bell 

of each band instrument is correct and spot on. Also, I add, that our players can move between 

instruments without the additional effort of having to learn to read yet another clef – quite efficient, 

really, when you think about it. 
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There is a cheat for brass band Eb bass players who just read treble clef, but cannot read bass clef.  

I used this cheat. Go on, throw sticks at me for doing so, but I did, and it worked fine. I am not 

suggesting that you should not learn to read bass clef, just that this cheat will get you started far 

sooner. 

Below I show four notes in bass clef and (the same note) in a brass band treble clef (Eb bass). 

You can see that the clefs are different, but the note sits in the same space or line on the stave. 

What a revelation. 

 

 

The Cheat 

Read bass clef as if it were treble clef, but add 3-sharps to the bass clef key (well, almost). 

In the example below the bass clef part is in C-major. So, adding 3-sharps, and reading it as if it were 

brass band treble clef, takes it into A-major. The final two pages of this whitepaper has a comparison 

manuscript that may help you begin to learn the cheat, and then use it. 

 

 

Ok, this is wrong, you say aloud. 

But it works. 

Over time I began to read bass clef in the ‘correct’ fashion, but this cheat made the transition from 

treble to bass clef, so, so, so much more straightforward.  

Obviously, this works whenever bass clef is used in whatever musical group, such as a wind band. 

If you want to try this cheat out, how about sitting next to your friendly brass band bass trombonist 

and playing their red hymn book together. You will soon know if you have got it. 
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Brass tribe 

Brass bands’ people are, in their nature, a very friendly bunch. Most common phrase in the 

bandroom being, “…shall we go for drink after rehearsal?”. This scene is no different in a symphony 

orchestra, but, forgive me for saying, there are tribal boundaries that exist. These tribes are: strings, 

woodwind, brass, and percussion. The oddity is that the French horns have joined the woodwind 

tribe. This leaves trumpets, trombones, and the tuba in a small and friendly tribe of brass.  

Occasionally the brass tribe will invite loners (those without a tribe, or not obviously belonging to 

one tribe or other) for a beer. This makes the brass tribe the loudest in the bar after the concert and 

very popular with some and “too loud a bunch” with others.   

We, the brass tribe, like it that way. 

 

Be Proud 

It is very easy to slip in and slip out, again, as quiet as a mouse. No, if someone asks you, be very 

proud of the fact that you play in a brass band. More often than not, the average brass band is a 

better musical outfit than the average orchestra. So, thrust your chest forward, and let loose your 

heritage and background. Point out that many of the UK’s top orchestras contain brass players 

stolen from brass bands. Use the great Maurice Murphy as a prime example. - He played principal 

trumpet with the London Symphony Orchestra for 30 years and had been kidnapped from the Black 

Dyke Mills Band some years before. But there are many, many more examples. 

 

Your Tuba’s limitations 

If you are going to use your band’s EEb bass for your orchestral gig, then be prepared for how 

repertoire impacts upon the tuba that you are playing. Sure, the EEb is a stalwart and is hugely 

flexible in what it can deliver out of the business end, but it does have its limitations. – And, so do 

you. 

This is not intended to frighten you, but below I have put a couple of orchestral extracts that I have 

been faced with over the years. Low and very loud. High and loud. But stupidly high and soft, too, on 

occasion. 

Excerpt (Wagner) 
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Excerpt (Berlioz) 

 

You can see why top tuba performers have a small collection of tubas at hand. - Different tools for 

different jobs. 

For each orchestral work you need to find out whether your EEb, and you, can deliver.  

What did I do?  

Learnt to play well in my low register. 

Compromised on the ridiculously high end. 

I never backed off, but there are one or two exposed tuba parts in the orchestral repertoire from 

which I would just walk away. Call me a coward, if you like, but I know my strengths and the 

limitations of the tools (EEb bass tuba) that I had in my armoury. 

But realise that the greater part of the frequently played repertoire is easily handled by your brass 

band EEb instrument. 

 

Do Your Homework 

Make sure you know what you are being asked to play before you sign up for the gig. This is not a 

nice-to-have but essential, especially if you are in your first few outings. 

You may be able to find orchestral study or audition books and manuscripts via the Internet. You 

could ask to see the Tuba part or obtain that part via some other means. All good stuff. 

Once you have it, then sit down and study it. Do not play it, yet. Just look it over. I always had a B2 

pencil to hand for marking the part, along with a soft eraser to remove any unwanted marks that 

were already there.  

NB: never use ink. A lot of music is hired material, so is on-loan and to be returned. The business 

loaning out the part will charge (damage fine) if their property is defaced by ink in any way. 

Apply marks that will help you. Do not be ashamed of putting the fingering down. Until you are 

comfortable reading bass clef it is better to be safe than sorry. 

Once you have read it over, made your marks, then blow it through. 

Most brass band bass players can cope with the technical difficulties of orchestral playing with ease. 

There is sometimes the odd bar here and there that is tricky, but not insurmountable for any bass 
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player with a brass band background. This is a generality, for sure, but it covers the majority of the 

commonly performed orchestral repertoire.  

Early repertoire 

In brass band’s there is quite a narrow repertoire (sorry, but there is) and this means a brass band is 

rarely asked to play this way and then (completely different) that way. Furthermore, since the early 

days of brass bands there is pretty much been four basses (tubas) 

making up the bass end. Comparably, not a great deal has changed over 

the years (Ok, I will give you converting from high pitch through the 

1960’s). 

When you perform with a symphony orchestra their repertoire has been 

in the making for hundreds of years. For sure, works that have been 

composed over the last 100 years mean tuba, and the composer was, 

and is, expecting a tuba sound. For earlier works the composer may 

have been scoring for an ophicleide or, even earlier, a serpent that both 

sound very different to a modern tuba. 

Therefore, consider both your sound, volume, and how to adjust it, so 

that it fits the musical context for the work being performed. I got into 

quite a bit of bother over not adjusting, enough, to fit the style of music 

that was being performed, especially though my early years.  

Your modern instrument, with its state-of-the-art design and capability to project to all quarters of 

the hall, may not be what is required or musically appropriate. So, take it easy – I know this is hard 

to do, but do it. 

Interestingly, I was once asked to slam in a fibre mute and play a few bars to cover a missing 

contrabassoon; part-time member of the woodwind tribe sits nicely on my CV. 

 

You-is on Your own, Chief 

In a brass band you will be surrounded by other tubas, both tenor and bass ones. A huge 

homogenous wall of sound. You are just part of the herd. If you leave something out, or not quite 

get your fingers around something, or miss an entry, then the herd covers for you – well, you hope 

they do. 

In a symphony orchestra you are stand-alone. Singular. You are it. No other tubas. No cover. No 

herd. 

At first you can feel a tad exposed. This is a natural feeling. Just trust yourself. Act and play with 

confidence. Playing as the only tuba voice is extremely enjoyable. Playing along with 3 able 

trombones is just fabulous. When all the brass tribe play en masse then you will revel in the sheer 

brilliance of it. One of my favourite memories was of playing with the ENO’s trombones – we 

sounded very good together, you know. 

You think, I am not alone. I am part of the greatest tribe there is. 
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Occasionally, very clever and enlightened composers throw a solo your way. 

 

 

There is the odd work, where more than one tuba is scored. An example being Berlioz’s Symphony 

Fantastique. 

 

 

Tuning-up 

Not done by brass bands, although Derek Bourgeois believed they should: an orchestra tunes up 

each time before it plays.  

This involves the oboe player playing a concert-A for others to tune to.  

This will be done before rehearsal starts and, normally, on-stage before the concert commences. 

Leave the strings to do their thing. Don’t get involved whilst they are fiddling around with their pegs. 

Let the woodwind come in next. If you do want to get on-board then wait for other brass to tootle 

before you do. Mostly, I just stayed out of it altogether. 

On your brass band Eb bass tuba, a concert-A equates to your 2nd valve being 

depressed (brass band, treble clef F#). This is not a great note to tune your 

tuba. People do, but I rarely did. 

What did I do? 

Worth speaking to the rest of the brass tribe in case something has been pre-arranged or they will 

let you know, “…this is what we normally do….”.  
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What things could happen? 

(a) Ask the nice oboe player to crack-off a concert-Bb after the rest of the 

orchestra has done its thing, (b) tune to a Bb that a trumpet player delivers, 

(c) None of the above and, in such cases, I would sort my own tuning out 

during the pre-concert rehearsal. I would get in-tune with the trombones 

rather than focussing on anyone else.   

 

Keep warm / Maintain focus 

One of the best things about a brass band, for a brass player, is that you are always blowing. You 

hardly ever put your instrument down and bars rest are few and far between. Keeping your focus is 

easy-peasy. Not so in an orchestra. As a bandy we need to remind ourselves to keep our bass tuba 

warm when resting. By doing so, this prevents poor articulation and bad tuning with the other 

performers when you do eventually enter. 

There can be quite a lot of bars rest.  

 

The tuba part should contain cues, as in the example above, to indicate where you are and how long 

before you play next. Work with the trombones: I remember tapping my right thigh as we hit each 

rehearsal mark. Tuba and trombones did this together to provide us all a reassurance that we had 

counted the bars rest correctly. 

Sometimes the tuba is asked to tacet a whole movement of a work. You may not play anything in 

some works, so there is an opportunity to leave the stage for a time, but do ensure you return to the 

stage in goodly time. Ask how long the work you are not involved in takes to perform. Don’t mention 

it, but me and the trombones once had to sneak on-stage after the piece had already started. – I can 

still feel the conductor’s eyes boring into me. 

I remember, also, performing Dvorak’s 9th Symphony (From the New World) and, infamously, it only 

has a handful of notes in it for tuba – just playing the opening and closing chorale of the “Hovis” slow 

movement. The symphony lasts for around 40 minutes. The complete tuba part is shown, here. That 

is it. No more. Great shame if you miss your entry. 
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The Fixer 

You may ask, “How do I get a gig?”.  

The Fixer is someone who arranges for additional brass players to join the core tribes within most 

orchestras. More often than not, the Fixer will know tuba players that can be trusted to deliver the 

goods. If they already have tuba players on their books’ then you may struggle to get a gig. However, 

give them your contact details and you never know. 

Once I did my first gig, my name got put about. OK, the phone did not ring off the hook, but the 

more work I did, the more I got offered. So, you just need to get yourself on the bus that first time, 

somehow. 

Most amateur orchestras have a web site with their contact details. Many of these are desperately 

looking for an able tuba player to be listed on their books. 

 

Base Camp 

During the time I played in orchestras I continued to play in brass bands. 

I found this a good thing. 

Committing to both was not a hardship nor did concerts or rehearsals clash. 

So, keep the brass band as your base camp is my advice. 

Incidentally, after returning from an orchestral gig, and before band rehearsal starts, play a few bars 

whilst reading from your Eb bass part - just about anything will do. This just gets your brain re-

engaged into treble clef thinking again. 

 

Finally 

Herein, just a few things for you to think about.  

Nothing comprehensive. Just absolute basics. 

Enjoy playing with orchestras, truly. 

Love playing with brass bands. 

 

Other resources 

Eb bass (brass band) fingering chart 

How to tune my 4v tuba for a brass band player 

 

  

http://www.musica-orichalcinus.uk/bbtubafingeringchart.pdf
http://www.musica-orichalcinus.uk/tunemy4v.pdf
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